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ABSTRACT 



The United Kingdom (UK) has four separate education systems, 
each with different traditions. In Scotland and Wales all state-funded 
secondary schooling is comprehensive, whereas in Northern Ireland it is 
selective, and in England there are regional differences in the extent of 
selection. This briefing considers whether differences among the four 
education systems are associated with different levels of social inequality 
in attainment. The briefing focuses on students aged 16 in 1990. It finds 
that evidence from this research provides support for the comprehensive 
system. Cites 4 related publications. (Author/BT) 
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‘Home International’ Comparison 

by Linda Croxford No. 19, May 2000 




The UK has four separate education systems, each with different 
traditions. In Scotland and Wales all state-funded secondary schooling is 
comprehensive, whereas in Northern Ireland it is selective, and in 
England there are regional differences in the extent of selection. In this 
Briefing we consider whether differences between the four education 
systems are associated with different levels of social inequality in 
attainment. We focus on pupils aged 16 in 1990. 



> The major difference between the four UK education systems was the extent to which 
secondary schools were comprehensive or selective. 

> There were further differences between the systems in the proportion of pupils 
attending independent schools, denominational schools or single-sex schools. 

>• Pupils of different social class mixed together in schools to a greater extent in Wales 
and Scotland than England and Northern Ireland. In other words, social segregation was 
less in Wales and Scotland than elsewhere. 

> There was no evidence that the comprehensive system depressed overall attainment. 
Average levels of attainment in Wales, which had a fully comprehensive system, were 
no different to England and Northern Ireland. 

> In all four systems girls had higher attainment than boys. 

> Social class was a major determinant of attainment in all four systems. However, social 
class made less difference to attainment in Scotland than in England. 



> The social mix of pupils attending a school also made an impact on the attainment of 
pupils. However, in Wales and Scotland, where there was a more fully comprehensive 
system of schooling, the effect of school composition on attainment was lower than 
elsewhere. 



> Schools varied more in their impact on attainment in England than in Wales and 
Scotland. 
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Similarities in education to age 16 

There are strong similarities in the provision of 
education to the age of 16 between the four 
territories of the United Kingdom. In each system 
attendance at school is compulsory (and free) 
between the ages of 5 and 16, and the curriculum is 
broadly similar in spite of the different definitions of 
the ‘national curriculum’ in each system. During the 
last two years of compulsory schooling pupils study 
seven or eight general subject courses. Public 
examinations at around 16 provide certification of 
young people’s attainments during their time at 
school. In Scotland these examinations are the 
Scottish Certificate of Education (SCE) Standard 
Grade, while in the other three systems the 
examinations are the General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE). 

Types of schools 

The greatest difference between the four systems is 
the different pattern of comprehensive vs selective 
schooling. Amongst pupils attending schools in the 
public sector in 1990/91, all pupils in Scotland and 
almost all pupils in Wales were educated in 
comprehensive schools. In England a minority (7%) 
were educated in selective schools - either Grammar 
schools or Secondary Modem Schools. In Northern 
Ireland there were no comprehensive schools, the 
system was entirely selective. 

The proportion of pupils attending independent 
schools varied (England: 11%, Wales: 3%, Scotland: 
6%). In areas of Britain where many pupils attended 
selective or independent schools, comprehensive 
schools could not be considered fully comprehensive 
because some of their potential pupils were 
‘creamed’ to the selective or private sectors. 

There were also differences between the 
territories in the proportion of pupils attending 
denominational schools (England: 19%, Wales: 7%, 
Scotland: 14%). In Northern Ireland all secondary 
schools were either Roman Catholic (RC) or non- 
RC, so that in reality all pupils could be considered 
as attending denominational schools. The proportion 
of pupils attending single-sex schools also differed 
in the four territories, being lowest in Scotland (3%), 
followed by Wales (15%) and England (18%), and 
highest in Northern Ireland (33%). 



Social segregation between schools 

^ 'f pupils from high social backgrounds attend 
ERJCifferent schools than pupils from low social class 
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backgrounds there is social segregation between 
schools. Our study showed that there was more 
social segregation between schools in England and 
Northern Ireland than in Scotland and Wales. To 
some extent this was because more pupils in 
England and Northern Ireland attended independent 
or grammar schools, and pupils attending these types 
of schools tended to have higher socio-economic 
status (SES) than pupils in comprehensive schools 
and secondary modem schools. In Scotland more 
pupils with relatively high SES attended 
comprehensive schools than was the case elsewhere. 

However, in addition there were differences in 
social composition between comprehensive schools 
in terms of the average SES of pupils attending the 
school. These differences, which were found in all 
four systems, arise from differences between 
catchment areas, and may be intensified by parental 
choice of schools. 

Sources of inequality in attainment at 16 

Differences between the four systems in the pupil 
and school characteristics which influence 
attainment are summarised below. 



Sources of inequality in attainment: 
similarities and differences between systems 

Sex 

Girls had higher attainment than boys: 

• same in all four systems. 

Socio-economic status 

Pupils had higher attainment than average if parents were in 
professional or non-manual occupations, and father was in 
work: 

• effect of SES strongest in England. 

School type 

Attainment higher in independent and grammar schools than 
comprehensive schools and lower in secondary modern 
schools: 

• more pupils attended independent schools in England; 

• more attended grammar schools and secondary modem 
schools in N! and England than elsewhere; 

• effect of independent schools weaker in Scotland than 
elsewhere. 

School denomination and gender 

Attainment higher in denominational and single-sex schools: 

• effect of denomination weaker in Scotland; 

• fewer pupils attending single-sex schools in Scotland. 

School composition 

Attainment higher if the average SES of the school was high: 

• effect of school composition greatest in England. 

‘School effect’ 

Average attainment was higher in some schools than in 
others: 

• differences between schools were greater in England and 
Northern Ireland than in Wales and Scotland. 
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In all four systems girls had higher attainment 
than boys. This suggests that the factors affecting 
gender differences in attainment are common to all 
four education systems. 

In all four systems social-class inequality had an 
impact on attainment. However, the effect of social 
class on attainment was weaker in Scotland (and to 
a lesser extent Wales) than in England. This 
suggests that although there were common factors in 
all systems which led to social class inequality in 
attainment, these factors were stronger in England 
than elsewhere. The greater extent of social 
segregation in England than Wales and Scotland is 
part of the reason for this. We are less confident in 
conclusions about social class effects in Northern 
Ireland because of issues of data comparability. 

School differences in attainment 

On average, attainment was higher in independent 
schools and grammar schools, and lower in 
secondary modem schools, than in comprehensive 
schools. Attainment was also higher in RC and 
single-sex schools than in non-denominational or 
mixed-sex schools respectively. These differences 
were broadly similar in all the territories which had 
each type of school, but the advantages of 
independent schools and RC schools were weaker in 
Scotland than elsewhere. 

The social composition of the school had an 
effect on the attainment of pupils attending the 
school. Schools in which the average SES was 
relatively high because the school was attended by a 
high proportion of pupils with professional and well- 
educated parents, had higher average attainment than 
schools with relatively lower average SES. 
However, the effect of school social composition 
was weaker in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland 
than in England. In other words, attending a school 
with high average SES boosted the attainment of a 
pupil in England to a greater extent than in the other 
three systems. This effect was irrespective of 
whether the school was selective or not. 

There was considerable variability in attainment 
between schools in England and Northern Ireland 
after taking account of all other factors. This might 
be termed the ‘school effect'. Schools in Scotland 
and Wales were much more similar to each other in 
their average attainment. 

It has been suggested by critics of 
comprehensive schooling that overall levels of 
detainment are depressed by the comprehensive 
stem. Our study found no evidence of this. In 



Wales, which had a fully comprehensive system, and 
very few independent schools, average attainment 
was no different from that of England and Northern 
Ireland. The different examination system in 
Scotland makes it less easy to include Scotland in 
this comparison. 

Conclusions 

The analyses described in this Briefing show many 
similarities between the four educational systems of 
the UK. Gender differences in attainment are the 
same in all four systems. The effects of social class 
on attainment are broadly similar in all four systems 
and average attainment between the four systems is 
relatively similar. However, there were major 
differences between the four systems arising from 
the extent of differentiation between schools in 
terms of selection, school type, denomination and 
gender and also social composition. These 
differences between schools were associated with 
differences in attainment. The school systems in 
England and Northern Ireland were characterised by 
a great deal more social segregation and 
differentiation between schools than those of Wales 
and Scotland. In addition, there was greater 
variability between schools in average attainment in 
England and Northern Ireland than in Wales and 
Scotland. 

The persistence of selection between schools in 
Northern Ireland was a major source of 
differentiation in the experiences and attainment of 
pupils. There were large differences between 
grammar schools and secondary modem schools in 
the SES of pupils entering the schools and 
attainment of pupils at the end of their compulsory 
schooling. Schools were also split by denomination 
and gender. Compared with these major sources of 
differentiation, the effects of pupils’ SES and school 
social composition were of less importance than in 
England. 

Schools in Scotland and Wales were more 
comprehensive in every sense than schools 
elsewhere in the UK. There was less variance in SES 
intake between schools in Wales and Scotland, and 
less variance between schools in average attainment. 
Added to this, the effect of school social 
composition on attainment was weaker in Scotland 
and Wales than in England. Altogether we can 
conclude that in Wales and Scotland it was far less 
important for pupils to attend the ‘right’ school than 
was the case in England. 
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Issues for Policy 

There is continuing debate in England and Northern 
Ireland as to whether the selective system of 
schooling should be replaced by fully 
comprehensive systems. The evidence from this 
research provides support for the comprehensive 
system; it shows: 

► there is less social-class inequality in the two 
education systems which are wholly 
comprehensive; 

► selection is not the only source of inequality 
within education systems - other sources of 
differentiation include independent schools, 
denominational schools, single-sex schools and 
social segregation between schools; 

► there is no evidence that overall levels of 
attainment are affected by the extent of selective 
or comprehensive schooling; 

standards across schools are more uniform in the 
two systems which have least differentiation 
between schools. 
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Further information 

For further details contact Linda Croxford. Centre for 
Educational Sociology, Tel 0131 651 6283, E-mail 
L.Croxford@ed.ac.uk. The views expressed are those of 
the author. 



About this study 

The Home Internationals Project was funded by the UK 
Economic and Social Research Council (R000236840). 
The project reviewed existing statistics and research, 
interviewed policy-makers in the four territories, and 
constructed and analysed an integrated dataset on the 
experiences and transitions of young people in the 
early 1990s. This dataset was based on: the England 
and Wales Youth Cohort Study of young people aged 
16 on August 31 1990, surveyed in spring 1991, spring 
1992 and spring 1993; the Scottish Young People’s 
Survey of the year group in S4 in 1989-90, surveyed in 
spring 1991 and autumn 1993; and the Northern 
Ireland Secondary Education Leavers’ Survey of 
secondary school leavers, surveyed in 1992 and 
1994/95. All the English and Welsh sample members, 
and nearly all the Scottish sample members, 
completed compulsory education in 1990. The 
Northern Ireland sample described 1992 school 
leavers, and had to be converted to a year-group basis 
for the study. 



Related CES Briefings 

No 12: “Parental Choice and Education Policy” by JD 
Willms 

No 16: “Inequality in the first year of primary school” by 
L Croxford 

No 18: ‘“Home International’ Comparisons of Post-16 
Education and Training” by D Raffe 

For a full list and/or copies of CES Briefings contact: 
Carolyn Newton, CES, St John's Land, Holyrood Road, 
Edinburgh EH8 8AQ (Tel: +131 651 6243; Fax: +131 
651 6239; email: ces@ed.ac.uk). 



CES 

Centre for Educational Sociology 
^ The University ^/Edinburgh 
St John's Land 
^ Q Holyrood Road 
mic Edinburgh EH8 8AQ 
Scotland 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 



6 



Telephone UK 0131 650 1000 
or direct UK 0131 651 6238 
Fax UK 0131 651 6239 



email CES@cd.ac.uk 
http://www.ed.ac.uk/~ces 







U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
National Library of Education (NLE) 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) , 

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 




SO 031842 



Title: Inequality in Attainment at Age 16: A ’Home International Comparison. CES 
Briefing No. 19 


Author(s): Croxford. Linda 




Corporate Source: 


Publication Date: 


Centre for Educational Sociology 

■ 1 rtT"! Tf » 


2000-05 



II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the 
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, 
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if 
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document. 



If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 




Level 1 

t 


Level 2A 

i 


Level 2B 

I 


M □ □ 


Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction 
and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival 
media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. 


Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction 
and dissemination In microfiche and In electronic media 
for ERIC archival collection subscribers only 


Check here for Level 2B release, permitting 
reproduction and dissemination hi microfiche only 



Documents will be processed as Indicated provided reproduction quality permits. 

If permission to reproduce Is o ran ted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1 



Sign 

here,-* 

please 




1 hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive pemiission to reproduce end disseminate this document 
es indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic medie by persons other then ERIC employees end its system 
contractors requires pemiission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries end other service agendas 
to satisfy infomietion needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 


Signature: t S' f f 


Printed Name/Positon/Trtle: 

Cto^fbfcli .'bfc. , 


Organization/Address: O'0niT0 fOf EdUC&tiOn&l SOCiOlOQy 

Department of Education and Society 
St John's Land 


Telephone: 

XU<4 \2>\ <6381 


PAX _ 

-um- fix *>s\ 


E-Mail Address: 

U ,ac. uV_ 


Oate 1 


Holyrood Road 




(over) 



Edinburgh EH8 8AQ 





III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please 
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly 
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more 
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 



Publisher/Distributor 



Address: 



Price: 



IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 

ERIC/CHESS 
2805 E. Tenth Street, #120 
Bloomington, IN 47408 
Attn: Lisa Barnes 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



O 



ERIC. 



388 (Rev. 9/97) 



ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
fWOWest Street, 2 nd Floor 
Laureh^aryland 20707-3598 

Telephon^tOI -497-4080 
Toll Free: 800^9-3742 
FAX: 301-95342^3 
e-mail: ericfac@lnetea^y 
WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc>CQm 



PREVIOUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE. 



